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Vibriosis 
FS 371 
by Clyde A. Kirkbride, D.V.M., 
assistant professor of Veterinary Science 
Vibriosis is the name applied to an infectious 
"----' disease of cattle and sheep. The bacteria, Vibrio 
( Campylobacter) fetus, which cause the disease in 
cattle are very closely related to those bacteria affect-
ing sheep, but vibriosis in cattle is different from 
vibriosis in sheep. 
Vibriosis of Sheep 
Ewes become infected with V. fetus by ingesting 
food or water contaminated with the organism. The 
aborted fetus, placenta and discharges from the re-
productive tract of ewes which abort due to vibriosis 
are sources of infection to other ewes. Some sheep 
carry V. fetus in their gall bladders for varying 
periods. The organism escapes with fecal material 
and provides another source of infection. 
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Magpies are capable of spreading the infection 
for at least 7 months after eating contaminated 
abortion products. Other animals and birds may 
also be capable of acting as carriers of the infection. 
Rams are not affected by vibriosis and do not 
transmit the infection by breeding. They can be-
come intestinal carriers the same as ewes. 
A large proportion of non-immune ewes infected 
during about the last 3 months of gestation abort or 
have weak lambs. Ewes infected while open, or be-
fore they are pregnant 2 months, develop some im-
munity and usually do not abort. 
In South Dakota, vibriosis is the most commonly 
diagnosed cause of abortion in sheep. In 1973, of 58 
cases of ovine abortion investigated by the diagnostic 
laboratory, 47 were caused by vibriosis. 
Vaccination is the best means of controlling losses 
due to vibriosis in sheep. Ewes should be vaccinated 
each year at breeding time or in the first month of 
pregnancy. Ewes that abort due to vibriosis will have 
some immunity to the infection for at least a year, 
but this resistance is gradually lost. Therefore, vac-
cination of all breeding ewes each year is recom-
mended. 
When abortions due to vibriosis occur in a flock, 
treatment of all the remaining pregnant ewes with 
certain antibiotics may aid in reducing the number 
of abortions. Vaccination of ewes in a flock exper-
iencing vibrionic abortions may also aid in reducing 
the total number of abortions. A veterinarian should 
be consulted concerning what to do when abortions 
occur. 
Sterility is not common in ewes which abort, and 
most will breed back normally. 
Vibriosis in Cattle 
Vibriosis in cattle occurs in two forms, intestinal 
and venereal. The intestinal form is caused by an 
organism (V. fetus variety intestinalis) very closely 
related to that which infects sheep; however, cross 
infection between cattle and sheep apparently does 
not occur. 
Cows become infected with the intestinal form 
of vibriosis by ingesting contaminated feed or water. 
The infection of the digestive tract is apparently 
quite common in cows, but ill effects seldom occur. 
Only rarely does the organism get into the cow's 
blood stream and infect the uterus. When this oc-
curs abortion results. The number of cows affected 
in a herd is usually very small. 
Cows with the intestinal form of vibriosis ordi-
narily do not become sterile, and the bull is not in-
strumental in transmitting the disease. 
The venereal form of vibriosis in cattle, caused 
by V. fetus variety venerealis, is much more serious. 
Bulls become infected by breeding an infected cow. 
Bulls less than 4 to 5 years old frequently free them-
selves of the infection within a period of months, 
but they do not become immune and will be rein-
fected by breeding another infected cow. Bulls past 
5 years of age frequently become permanent car-
riers of the infection. There are no ill effects of the 
infection in bulls, and the fertility of their semen is 
not changed. 
Cows become infected with the venereal form of 
vibriosis when they are bred by an infected bull or 
artificially inseminated with untreated infected se-
men. Infected cows become temporarily sterile. The 
sterility may persist for several months, but cows 
ordinarily rid themselves of the infection in 3 to 8 
months. If cows are rebred, even to an infected bull, 
most of them will conceive and bear a normal calf 
eventually. 
When the infection first enters a herd, there will 
be many open cows, and calving will occur over an 
extended period. When the infection has been pre- . 
sent in the herd for a year or more, fertility of the 
older cows usually returns to 60 to 70% of normal, 
but heifers and cows not previously exposed under-
go a period of infertility if bred to infected bulls. 
Abortions due to venere~l vibriosis usually oc-
cur after the infection has been present in the herd 
for several months. Normally fewer than 10% of 
the cows in an infected herd abort, ordinarily at 5 
to 7 months of gestation. 
Losses due to infertility in a vibrio infected herd 
frequently are devastating. A calf crop may be re-
duced to 10 to 20% of normal, especially in a newly 
infected herd. After the infection has become well 
established, the calf crop will continue to be re-
duced but not so severely. 
Diagnosis of vibriosis is made by isolating the 
organism from an aborted fetus or from the vaginal 
mucus. Other means of diagnosis are less reliable. 
Effective vaccines for venereal vibriosis are avail-
able. Cows and heifers should be vaccinated each 
year 30 to 60 days before the beginning of breeding. 
Vaccination does not prevent cows from becoming 
infected, but it greatly reduces the infertility result-
ing from the infection. It also allows cows to rid 
themselves of the infection sooner than they norm-
ally would. Vaccination of bulls apparent! y is not 
effective in preventing infection. 
Valuable bulls may be successfully treated for 
vibriosis with certain antibiotics. It is essential that 
treated bulls be tested for the disease before they 
can be considered free of the infection. Testing bulls 
for vibriosis is difficult. The treatment and testing 
should be supervised by a veterinarian. Bulls freed 
of the infection by treatment are fully susceptible to 
reinfection if used on infected cows. 
Treatment of cows is not effective nor is it 
necessary since the majority will free themselves of 
the infection within a year after their last breeding 
by an infected bull. Occasionally an individual cow 
may remain infected into the second breeding sea-
son and th us be a source of infection for uninfected 
bulls. 
Venereal vibriosis can be eliminated from a herd 
by using artificial insemination with semen properly 
treated with antibiotics. The use of clean-up bulls 
will perpetuate the infection. 
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